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Duffy and Baker: Novelist Tracks Early Settlers

Special Feature
The Swiss in Eighteenth-Century South Carolina
Novelist tracks early settlers
by Sue Duffy/Photography by Perry Baker
While writing three novels from her comfortable brick home in Lexington,
Carol Williams lived many lives in the 18th-century backcountry of South
Carolina. Writers do that sort of thing. To tell the story of Swiss immigrants in
the lands along the Saluda and Congaree rivers, the author became the hunter,
the farmer and the soldier desperate to survive in a severe and glorious
wilderness. 87
A retired teacher who taught at Lexington, Brookland-Cayce and Pelion
high schools, Williams blended the English and history she taught with her
own family lore of Swiss and German ancestors. The Switzers, Brightness
Remembered and By Wonders and by War comprise Williams' trilogy, which
begins with the Cherokee War and hurtles through the Revolutionary War. It's
not a history lesson. It's real life lived by those who left the Swiss Alps for the
river valleys of a new land. German, Scots-Irish, Welsh and English settlers
added to the immigrant mix, which often boiled over with all the ingredients
of a good story.
Though chronologically second in the trilogy, Brightness Remembered was
published last. While researching for The Switzers, Williams was fascinated by
tales of the Regulators. With no effective law enforcement or court system to
protect the earliest settlers, these vigilantes took matters into their own hands.
They overstepped their bounds, however, and it took another group, the
Moderators, to moderate the Regulators.
In Brightness Remembered, Williams fills the gap between books one and
three with a fictional view of the Regulator years starting with 1767. In the
story, young Rudi Naffels, a German-immigrant hunter, struggles to assimilate
into a Swiss and Scots-Irish community, to repel marauding outlaw bands and
to mend the wounds of his tortured past. He's passionate about the land, the
river and the indomitable Margaret Allen, the young girl who, with her
grandmother, nurses him to health after a violent encounter with outlaws.
Williams tells the story with brute force:
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"They whooped and kicked up their horses, fifteen of them, and
trampled across what was left of green com and peas, southwest
toward the heavy woods. The band did not hurry because of fear. Few
people on Indian Creek, if they saw the smoke, would have courage
to chase them. Robert Allen would not defy them again. Shot in the
chest, he had fallen before his barn door five days ago and had not had
to watch the cattle slaughtered, his horses driven off, and his young
wife dragged screaming, fainting out of the house loft ... "
And she tells it with eloquence:
"The woods were alive with the fragrance of bloom and sap and
unfurling leaves. He came out into an old clearing, rode on. More and
more distance between himself and the house on Indian Creek. If he
got far enough away, the house might become again what it had been.
A hearth at the heart of it. Tending hands, a small white head, and a
chuckling voice that prattled on about herbs and garden things. She
might be there yet, the brightness and sweet, strong merriment of her
fixed there. Like long ago by the window .... No more. Only the ache
and taste of a white spring night."
Williams says she grew up loving stories. "One of my earliest memories
is of sitting on my mother's lap and she was reading nursery rhymes to me. My
father also read to us at night. And my sisters and I played stories all the time."
She wrote her first poem at eight and pursued her craft through ·swansea
High School and Winthrop College. At the University of Michigan, she wrote
her first novel as a thesis for her master's degree in English. She later wrote
two more novels while teaching at Montreat College in North Carolina.
Teaching sidelined her novel-writing until 1976 when she left the
classroom to write The Switzers, her first published book. It took 14 months of
research and writing to complete the project.
"I read everything I could find about that period. About farming, cooking,
religion, medicine and weapons. Robert McIntosh at the S.C. archives taught
me how to load a musket. (Naturalist) Rudy Mancke carried me all over the
grounds where the story took place, about where Carolina Eastman is now (the
Sandy Run community in southern Lexington County.)
She also searched documents at USC's Caroliniana Library and Lutheran
Theological Seminary, read old inventory lists and studied Swiss family
histories. "But my biggest breakthrough came when a wonderful reference
librarian at Richland County Library introduced me to the Swiss American
Historical Society. I wrote a blind letter to them asking for a bibliography on
Switzerland in the 18th century and got a letter from Leo Schelbert, then head
of the history department at the University of Illinois at Chicago."
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Williams says Schelbert saw that she received all the research material she
needed and that her books reached print. The Switzers was released by Donning
publishers in 1981, By Wonders and by War by Masthof Press in 1999 and
Brightness Remembered by Picton Press in 2001. In the Midlands, they're
available at The Happy Bookseller, the Living Vine bookstores and at the
Lexington County Museum.
"These stories are about the things that change our lives," Williams says.
Perhaps the life most changed is the writer's.
"Not everyone will agree, but I believe that in the best stories there is an
unforeseen moment of givenness or grace-a moment of enlightenment for
your character (and for you, because you are in your character) when he
suddenly knows himself, or when she realizes love, or when they recognize
truth or a new way to go."
Williams believes truth can come through fictional characters. "We don't
make up our characters. We discover them. And because moments of
transcendent awareness do come to all of us, so through the power of
imagination, these moments will come to the people we live in as we write ... "
Williams closes Brightness Remembered with one character's epiphanic
moment. At the end of a soul-defining journey, he suddenly realizes that it
wasn't the road he took or his destination that mattered. It was the people he
met along the way.
Perhaps Williams' readers would agree that we don't travel through a book
to reach the end, but to be changed along the way.

Carol Williams modeled a fictional homeplace in her historic trilogy after the
Corley House exhibited at the Lexington County Museum.
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